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Student Ratings of Instruction:
The Developmentalist Viewpoint
By LAWRENCE J.

isRAEL

A recent review of studies concerning student ratings of instruction1
indicates some probabilities that may be related to the intellectual and
moral development of the college student. The studies indicate that the
following apply:
1. Most rating forms measure the amount of rapport the instructor
establishes.
2. The dimension of teaching skill is strongly influenced by teacher
characteristics.
3. Teacher characteristics are more influential than course characteristics in skill ratings.
4. There is probably a weak positive correlation between instructor
rank and student ratings.
5. The inconsistency of results in such studies may be the most singular
element of the studies reviewed when comparing student
achievement and student ratings .
6. Teachers apparently make little use of student ratings to improve
their courses or student ratings.
Comparing the above list with student and faculty development stages
and contrasting these with the types of questions frequently asked on
student rating forms provides some interesting ground for speculation and
further research.
Since this is not an attempt to evaluate the literature on student and
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fa culty development but is an attempt to apply, analyze and synthesize
some of the work done in the area , an eclectic element will pervade. The
work cited will include th3t of Perry 2 , Ralph 3 , Kohl berg• and Levinson '.
Both Perry and Kohl berg have concerned themselves more
specifically with students although Kohlberg's work does extend well
beyond the usual student years. Perry has indicated in his work with the
intellectual and ethical development of college students that three basic
types of students can be found in the usual undergraduate classes at
Harvard :
I)
the
basic
dualist ,
2)
the
relativist,
and
3) the committed types . 6 Kohlberg has given this position some
support in his work "The Adolescent as a Philosopher. " 7 There also appe ars to be some correlation of Perry's work with Kohlberg's "Stages of
Moral Maturity. " 8 At levels IV and below in Kohlberg's moral maturity
stages the possibility of basic dualism seems to be rather high. Ralph and
Levinson provide parallel forms of faculty developmental stages that seem
to indicate a form of dualism also applies to the neophyte professor who
then deve lops through a series of stages involving increased capability to
synthesize and terminate in a form of commitment to the student rather
tha n to subject matter.
This parallel is striking and it does provide some interest for the
speculative when one compares these systems with the research in student
ratings of instruction.
A matrix comparing faculty and student developmental stages can be
prepared which provides some possible interesting correlations .
MATRIX OF FACULTY AND STUDENT DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES

FACULTY DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES
Anxious
Complex
Tolerant
Basic
Synthesizer
Helper
Dualist Authoritarian Synthesize,
Basic
Dualism
Relativist

Committed

To make the complete comparison , it is necessary to use some questions
from typical evaluation of teaching forms that are given to students for the
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purpose of rating instruction in college courses. To avoid embarrassment ,
the source of the questions chosen will not be revealed. To begin , let's
examine the following, often asked of students: " Interprets abstract ideas
in theories clearly?" As a basic dualist student I would find some difficulty in
answering affirmatively to that unles.s some specific steps had been taken by
the instructor which reinforced my own biases. After all , I do have my mind
made up and do not wish to be confused by contrasting ideas and conflicting theories. If I have listened to an instructor who feels that the world's
problems can best be solved through the study of his particular discipline
and whose ego is supported quite strongly by his identification with his
discipline and his colleagues I could very easily have my biases reinforced.
However , if my instructor was at the stage of "anxious synthesis," I might
have a very negative attitude toward a person who "can't make up his mind"
and who " talks all over the place. " For this is the way I would perceive such
instruction. I really have just two choices: to reject or to distort.
However, let's suppose I am at the committed stage and listening to
an instructor who believes as above. I would probably find the instruction
narrow and biased and not concerned with the integration of knowledge, nor
a comparative method of examining contrasting theories . I would quite
probably rate the instruction as inferior.
Or, take the question, "Are the tests fair?" The complex authoritarian
teacher may very well have concepts of testing that closely parallel the
concepts of the basic dualist student and perhaps will not interfere overmuch with the concepts of the relativist. However , the committed student
will probably have strongly contrasting opinions and rate the testing
situation as poor.
Or as an exercise for oneself, consider some of the following questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Does he dwell upon the obvious?
Selects and puts across important information.
This clas.s was boring for me.
Evaluates students' achievements fairly and reasonably , etc .

It is probably evident that a variety of response modes could occur
which would appear contradictory or which could be supportive for in dividual reasons which had no correlation at all. Add to this that the
responses are "confidential" and unidentifiable and the instructor has a
problem of some magnitude. There should be little wonder that instructors
have difficulty in making use of some student ratings to improve their
courses, or their student ratings.
It is also apparent that the use of such questions could lead to spurious
results in the research. Perhaps that is why there is a weak positive
correlation between instructor rank and student ratings. It could be that
the full profes.sor who has reached the stage of "tolerant helper" is perceived
as a more adequate teacher by all three types of students. Of course, the
converse might also be true. It would also appear that some types of
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questions can only be interpreted accurately when the professor knows who
gave the response and also knows something about that individual. Of course
the implication is that the professor also knows something a bout himself.
something about himself.
The above is not a plea to abandon student evaluation of instruction.
Nor, is it a general condemnation of devices which attempt to do so. My
general freling is that some questions on some forms are difficult if not
impossible to use for evaluation purposes and that these types of questions
should be considered some other way that will provide more reliable information for the professor.
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